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ABSTRACT
The Quest for Truth in A.S. Byatt‘s Possession (December 2016)

Cristina Felicia Meza

Chair of Committee: Dr. Paul J. Niemeyer

By examining A. S. Byatt‘s Possession, we can see that Byatt is showing the
limitations of postmodern thought in examining historical works of literature, particularly in
regards to women writers. The focus of this paper is on the novel‘s critique of modern critical
theories that conceptualize the text as being impossible to define or understand. This paper
argues that Byatt satirizes her postmodern scholars to demonstrate the deficiencies of certain
postmodernist principles such as the death of the author and the complete nullification of
intended meaning and implicit truth. In order to show how Byatt satirizes the postmodern
scholars in the novel, the scholarly characters‘ analyses are discussed and revealed to be
incorrect. This work discusses how the scholarly characters‘ postmodernist approaches result
in nothing more than inaccuracies and endless deconstruction. Their approaches, in turn,
leave them feeling powerless and deem them incapable of understanding even themselves.
The process the characters must go through to discover the inaccuracies of their assessments
and overcome their misguided notions is also described.
The intent of this thesis is to show that although the novel satires academic study and
critical theories by contrasting different views of the Victorian writers being studied—views
which are all incomplete until the researchers share their work with each other and let go of
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their own biased view—rather than altogether rejecting that truth is attainable, Possession
counters postmodernist failings with a solution that involves a collaborative effort and
utilizes a recursive and circular method of discovering meaning as opposed to an isolated and
linear approach. Consequently, this paper contends that it is not until all of the contemporary
scholars collaborate and reevaluate certain postmodern viewpoints that postmodernist
deconstruction ends in totalizing reconstruction and the rebuilding of the Victorian works in
the novel. This paper also contends that Possession culminates in hope, both for its scholarly
protagonists and for its postmodern readers.
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INTRODUCTION
In her Booker Prize-winning novel Possession: A Romance, A. S. Byatt details the
investigation carried out by twentieth-century literary scholars, Roland Michell and Maud
Bailey, of a shadowy love affair between fictional Victorian poets, Randolph Henry Ash and
Christabel LaMotte. The ―truth‖ surrounding the affair, however, is revealed gradually, as the
novel frequently switches back and forth between present day and flashbacks of the poets in the
Victorian era. Often cited for her masterful use of intertextuality, Byatt continually plays with the
relationship between past and present texts and narrative devices in order to explore the
relationship between truth and fiction and, ultimately, to call attention to the process of
discovering the ―true‖ meaning of a text.
Although the intrigue of Byatt's Victorian plot revolves around the romance between Ash
and LaMotte, Byatt‘s other characters become crucial sources in discovering the romance and
piecing together the timeline of the affair. These other characters, like Roland and Maud, are also
literary scholars. Among these are Leonora Stern, a feminist LaMotte scholar whose focus is on
LaMotte‘s alleged lesbian relationship with Blanche Glover; Beatrice Nest, an old-fashioned
Ellen Ash scholar whose work has been highly inconclusive; Mortimer Cropper, a well-known
Ash scholar and biographer; and James Blackadder, an Ash scholar and Roland‘s current
employer. As Roland and Maud work collectively to uncover the details of the affair by drawing
upon the collective academic knowledge and expertise of their peers as well as
____________
This thesis follows the style of Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction.
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their own knowledge, they also discover hidden details about many of the central figures in
Ash‘s and LaMotte‘s lives, such as Ash‘s wife, Ellen Ash, LaMotte‘s assumed lesbian lover,
Blanche Glover, and LaMotte‘s cousin and aspiring writer, Sabine Lucrece Charlotte de Kercoz.
In Possession, periphery characters are developed through various forms of narrative,
including long extracts of poetry and romantic correspondences shared between Ash and
LaMotte, journal entries penned by Ellen Ash and LaMotte‘s cousin Sabine, letters written by
several of the Victorian characters, and historical biographies and essays written by Mortimer
Cropper and Beatrice Nest. Although the novel does occasionally include conversations between
the protagonists and the other scholarly contemporaries, the manner in which Roland and Maud
are developed is distinctly different from the manner in which the reader comes to learn about
the writers within the novel. While the protagonists are developed through the main plot of the
novel, periphery characters are developed primarily through their respective forms of
correspondence and the scholarship concerning them. Much of the novel, therefore, becomes a
quest for both the literary scholars within the novel and the readers of Possession to exhume the
meaning within the texts and to decide whether the representation of these authors within current
literary scholarship is accurate.
By demonstrating how each of her characters approaches a text with his or her own prior
knowledge and understanding, the novel suggests that the path to discovering or ―possessing‖ the
truth by way of determining the author‘s intended meaning of any given text is often thwarted by
the experiences and preconceptions of the reader. Since all of the readers of the Victorian works
are literary scholars and writers, and Possession is set in a world infatuated with academia and
modern literary lenses, Byatt shows the limitations of using one particular theory as a method of
extracting truth from a text. Rather than commending her scholarly characters, Byatt discernibly
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satirizes their myopic views of literary analysis and deems them incapable of obtaining the true
meaning of the text by way of their circumscribed literary theories and traditional understanding
of history and culture. By intentionally aligning her characters‘ principles concerning scholarship
with postmodern and poststructuralist schools of thought and thereafter calling attention to the
shortcomings of each character‘s approach to literary analysis, Byatt discredits and exposes the
inadequacies of each theory and focuses particularly on each theory‘s denial of the author‘s
authority over his or her text and the absence of truth. Although she does not categorically
dismiss the usefulness of postmodern scholarship, Byatt does however demonstrate the
fundamental iniquity of the postmodernist displacement of the author and the complete
nullification of intended meaning and implicit truth. In the same manner that Byatt neither
completely condemns nor fully endorses her postmodern scholars, her novel is neither entirely
postmodern nor is it a traditional romance. Although the novel has many postmodern
characteristics such as parody, metafiction, and fragmentation, Byatt also constantly overrides
postmodern precepts by including devices inconsistent with postmodernism, such as an
omniscient narrator that allows for the whole story of the past to be told and a prologue that
offers indisputable truth before the novel has even begun; and rather than allow for multiple
versions of the ―truth‖ to remain plausible in her novel‘s closing, Byatt ends the novel in a
definitive traditional manner undermining a postmodernist reading of the text.
Ultimately, I argue that Byatt uses postmodern conventions to critique and deconstruct
postmodernism itself. To develop my argument, I use Fredric Jameson‘s critiques and analyses
of postmodernism, particularly his critiques of postmodern representations of history. I also use
his definition of postmodernism from his work, Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism which states that, ―Postmodernism, postmodern consciousness, may […] amount to
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not much more than theorizing its own condition of possibility, which consists primarily in the
sheer enumeration of changes and modifications‖ (135). By taking a closer look at the
interpretation of a text and historical investigation, I explore these issues with postmodern
scholarship and address the concerns with the authority in and ability of historical investigation
that A.S. Byatt raises in Possession. While even the writings ascribed to fictional characters are
from the pen of A.S. Byatt, Possession employs a wide range of narratives to explore the
multiplicity of voices throughout the novel and affords the reader the ability to examine several
modes of subjectivity within literary interpretation. In Possession, Byatt's voice is a decidedly
feminine one whose focus lies more directly with the female characters—a voice Byatt purposely
develops with more dimension and nuance than any of the male characters within the novel. As
such, the novel provides extensive commentary on the readings and historical investigations of
women writers and exposes postmodernism as an inadequate approach to analyzing the writing
and life stories of women writers in the past who have traditionally been marginalized. Many of
my close readings focus on the diaries and letters of the female characters in Possession and also
on the efforts of Roland and Maud to work in coalition with their peers to discover who these
women really were. I argue that rather than altogether rejecting that truth is attainable, Byatt
counters postmodernist failings with a solution that involves a collaborative effort which draws
on the knowledge and experience of others and suggests a more recursive approach of study to
―possess‖ a greater measure of truth.
This analysis of Possession builds on previous research which establishes the parodic
nature of postmodernism in Byatt‘s novel. The postmodernity of A.S. Byatt‘s novel has been
much discussed, and numerous writers, in commenting on Possession, have examined Byatt‘s
experimentation and satirizing of postmodernism. Many articles also remark on Byatt‘s
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divergence from postmodern principles, and therefore, many works argue the belief that her
novel is neither entirely a traditional romance nor postmodern in its entirety, but is instead a
mixture of both. Works such as Dana Shiller‘s "The Redemptive Past in The Neo-Victorian
Novel‖ consider how Byatt‘s novel moves away from postmodernism to create a new
postmodern novel. Katrina Sanders discusses Byatt‘s thematic portrayal of the postmodern and
argues that Byatt attempts to ―reinstall humanist values using postmodern strategies against the
grain‖ (1). Jackie Buxton‘s "‗What's Love Got To Do With It? ' Postmodernism and Possession"
examines in the elements of the novel consistent with postmodernism and suggests that Byatt
uses postmodernism against itself as a way of questioning the uncertainty encouraged by the
theory. Lynn Wells‘s ―Corso, Ricorso: Historical Repetition and Cultural Reflection in A. S.
Byatt's Possession: A Romance” contends that the novel is ―Byatt‘s fantasized redemption of
postmodernity‖ (672). In her work ―Dead Authors, Born Readers, and Defunct Critics:
Investigating Ambiguous Critical Identities in A.S. Byatt‘s Possession,‖ Ann Marie Adams
discusses the role of the reader and considers the ideal reader according to Byatt‘s standards.
Many writers such as Adrienne Shiffman and Jessica Tiffin have also extensively discussed
Byatt‘s commentary on women as marginalized voices in history and her denouncement of
scholarship to genuinely investigate women‘s writings.
This study builds on these discussions and considers in more detail Byatt‘s attitude
toward postmodernism and the limitations of postmodern thought in examining historical works
of literature, particularly those regarding women writers. This thesis examines Byatt‘s creation of
Possession as a work of fiction written within the conventions of postmodernism, which at the
same time pushes against postmodernist principles to demonstrate what an alternative approach
might look like. Although many papers have discussed Byatt‘s satirizing of postmodernism and
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her ability to do so within a novel that is still considered postmodern, few have focused on why
she does so, and none have offered any solutions to counter postmodern theories. In this paper, I
contend that Byatt is advocating for reconstruction of the text and resurrection of the author and
truth in literary analysis. Despite the fact that Byatt herself acknowledges that the full truth is
never completely known, she does, however, suggest that a level of truth is attainable with
collaboration. This thesis concludes that Byatt counters postmodern failings with a solution that
focuses on collaboration, letting go of personal biases and agendas, and keeping an open mind
about the past or the focus of study. This study contributes to an understanding of Possession and
argues against the postmodern thought that there is no ―true‖ meaning of a text.
In chapter one, I discuss the biased nature of historical investigation as represented in the
novel, the role of the biographer and the reader in relation to the author, and the subjectivity of
their interpretation of the text. This chapter focuses on the preconceived notions of both the
literary scholars and the readers of Possession, which cause them to be misled when interpreting
a text and therefore keep them from ―possessing‖ the truth. This chapter also discusses the
importance Byatt places on understanding reception theory (or Reader Response literary theory),
which examines the reader‘s role in literature. Applying this theory to the text becomes
necessary in penetrating the meaning behind the text within Byatt‘s novel because ―possession‖
of the truth is only possible when the scholars can understand their own part in manipulating and
adding to the text. As a type of model to reveal the weaknesses in her scholarly characters‘
literary theories, Byatt creates diaries and letters that must be interpreted by readers and her
scholarly characters. To show such misinterpretations, I examine writings of the two female
Victorian protagonists in Possession: Ellen Ash and Christabel LaMotte. I have chosen these two
characters‘ works to examine in particular because the women writers in the novel are the most
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misunderstood by all the literary scholars in the novel even though their writings are easily
accessible to all the scholars. Regarding these women‘s works, the scholars have missed the
―truth,‖ largely due to their own literary training and preconceptions and motivations. Therefore,
an in-depth analysis of Ellen Ash‘s journal and Christabel LaMotte‘s epic The Fairy Melusina
will be a large part of this chapter.
Chapter two focuses primarily on the deficiencies and weaknesses of modern critical
theories, particularly postmodernism and post-structuralism: theories that conceptualize the text
as being impossible to define or understand. This chapter strengthens the argument that Byatt is
satirizing her postmodern scholars and demonstrating the deficiencies of stripping a work of
authorial meaning and intention. Throughout chapter two, I argue that Possession advocates for
restoration of truth and intended meaning to the text. I use Marxist critic Fredric Jameson‘s
critiques of postmodernism to further my argument in this chapter. The intent of this chapter is to
show that although Byatt satires academic study and critical theories such as postmodernism by
contrasting different views of the Victorian writers in Possession—views which are all
incomplete until the researchers share their work with each other and let go of their own biased
view—rather than altogether rejecting that truth is attainable, Byatt counters postmodernist
failings with a solution that involves a collaborative effort and utilizes a recursive and circular
method of discovering meaning as opposed to an isolated and linear approach. Consequently, it
is not until all the contemporary scholars can come together that postmodernist deconstruction
ends in totalizing reconstruction and rebuilding of the Victorian works in the novel.
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CHAPTER I
THE READER’S AND HISTORIAN’S ROLE IN A.S. BYATT’S POSSESSION:
ANALYZING THE WRITINGS OF ELLEN ASH AND CHRISTABEL LAMOTTE

Throughout Possession, Byatt repeatedly draws attention to the reader's interpretation of
the text by demonstrating how readers approach a text with preconceived notions and illustrating
how it is the preconceptions of both the readers and the historical investigators that cause them to
be misled when interpreting a text. Byatt demonstrates how readers are kept from ―possessing‖
the truth. Through her Victorian characters and the discoveries that her contemporary scholar
protagonists make in the novel, Byatt depicts how dichotomizing individuals into one category or
another causes historical investigators and readers of the Victorian works to misinterpret facade
for reality. She points out many reasons why the readers and historical investigators are apt to
read the Victorian writers subjectively. Aside from reading in a different political and social
context than the works were written in, each reader is also motivated by their own agenda and
prior knowledge, which ultimately results in manipulating history into fiction and vice versa.
Therefore, Byatt exposes the process that in trying to create biography and to analyze history
readers and scholars end up creating analyses that are partly fictional. She reveals this by giving
the reader access to the thoughts of both the Victorian characters being written about and the
biographers who write about them.
In several instances throughout Possession, Byatt exposes the many ways in which a
reader can misinterpret a text. Indeed much of Possession‘s focus is on reading and on the
various modes of reading. Byatt, in essence, creates, as Ann Marie Adams suggests, ―a fictive
space within which readers and readerly practices are foregrounded‖ (107). One example of
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―readerly practices‖ is depicted in a letter penned by LaMotte to Ash in which the poetess
explains that upon reading Ash‘s great epic Ragnarok, she had the ―worst crisis‖ concerning her
faith, feeling that Ash was questioning some of the foundational beliefs of the Christian religion
(176). Distressed about LaMotte‘s experience and interpretation of his work, Ash sadly explains
that at the time of its initial publication, Ragnarok was indeed read contrarily to his own
intentions by ―some‖ in the same way it was misread by LaMotte (179). He reminisces on his
own feelings about the response to his work, stating that he was ―startled and surprised that the
poem should have been construed as any kind of infidelity‖ (179). He clarifies that he meant
quite the opposite, wishing for his epic to be ―a reassertion of the Universal Truth of the living
presence of Allfather‖ (179). Due to this remembrance of his audience‘s misinterpretation of his
work, however, Ash acknowledges the crucial part that the reader plays in interpreting the text.
Ash elaborates on his belief that, regardless of how extensively or laboriously a writer works to
attach a certain meaning to his or her text, the reader may still corrupt the intended meaning and
ascribe a completely alternative significance to the work; consequently, the author, to a certain
extent, is at the mercy of the reader‘s interpretation of his or her work.
In discussing the process of completing a written work, Ash details the process that a
writer carefully undertakes to ensure that his or her work is conveyed correctly and favorably. He
states, ―One writes such-and-such a narrative, and thinks as one goes along—here‘s a good
touch—this concept modifies that—will it not be too obvious to the generality? — too thick an
impasto of the Obvious—one has almost a disgust at the too-apparent meaning‖ (184). After
discussing the writer‘s thought process in constructing a work, Ash laments the unfortunate
reality that regardless of such careful efforts on behalf of the writer, the reader can still entirely
bypass the author‘s intentions and possibly perceive the work as either too much of something or
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not enough of the other: ―—and then the general public gets hold of it, and pronounces it at the
same time too heartily simple and too loftily incomprehensible—and it is clear only that
whatever one had hoped to convey is lost in mists of impenetrability‖ (184). Indeed, the novel
constantly emphasizes the reader‘s part in augmenting the meaning of the text and repeatedly
affirms that without the reader interpreting the text accurately, a work, to a certain extent, loses
its value.
The novel continually points readers of Possession to the importance of understanding
the reception theory, which examines the reader‘s role in literature. Applying this theory to the
text becomes necessary in penetrating the meaning behind the text within Byatt‘s novel because
―possession‖ of the truth is only possible when the scholars are able to understand their own part
in manipulating and adding to the text. In Literary Theory: An Introduction, Terry Eagleton
writes, ―Literary texts do not exist on bookshelves: they are processes of signification
materialized only in the practice of reading‖ (65). According to Eagleton, in order for the words
on a page to materialize into a work of literature, the reader is as vital to the narrative process as
is the author of the text. The reader interprets the signifiers and produces the signified; therefore,
not only is the author afforded the opportunity to create meaning from the text, but ultimately it
is the reader who has the authority to determine what the meaning of the text actually is. The
subjective nature of this process of interpreting signifiers essentially becomes the crux of the
novel as Byatt continually calls attention to her characters‘ misinterpretation of the Victorian
texts they are reading and their inability to ascertain the objective truth regarding Ash and
LaMotte‘s romantic relationship.
Readers of Possession are constantly being drawn to the idea that readers interpret what
they read through a process of speculating, inferring and making connections between the
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knowledge they already possess and the information presented in the text. As Eagleton writes,
―The reader makes implicit connections, fills in gaps, draws inferences […] drawing on a tacit
knowledge of the world in general and of literary conventions in particular. The text itself is
really no more than a series of ‗cues‘ to the reader, invitations to construct a piece of language
into meaning‖ (66). Indeed Byatt‘s characters are continually effectuating this process of ―filling
in the gaps,‖ which highlights the concept that it is a reader's natural inclination to imagine the
extra information that they are not provided with. For instance, in letters between LaMotte and
Ash, LaMotte speaks of her dog named Tray several times without ever actually describing it.
Ash, in turn, says that he cannot read her letters without imagining it, without giving it ―shape in
his mind‘s eye and ear,‖ and involuntarily imagines what the dog looks like based on LaMotte‘s
allusions to it. Ash writes, ―And your little dog—now of what kind is he? If I were to hazard a
guess I would say perhaps a King Charles Spaniel—yes, I see him now, unfortunately clearly,
with one chocolate ear and one white and a feathery tail‖ (194). Later, after Ash meets with
LaMotte at her cottage and actually sees the dog, he realizes that what he had imagined in his
mind—and therefore held as fact—had been completely wrong all along. Ash writes:
How could you deliberately mislead me so? There was I, looking diligently about
me for a King Charles Spaniel […] and there were you, quite overwhelmed and
half-hidden by a huge gaunt gray creature out of some Irish fairytale or Northern
sage of wolf-hunting. (208)
This is simply one of the many occurrences within the novel in which Byatt points to the
inevitable process of readers imagining what they do not know and the process of extracting
truth from fiction. Reading a narrative text is therefore as much of a recursive and circular
process as writing because the reader is constantly establishing and re-adjusting meaning based
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on the signifiers they are provided with. As such, reading is not a linear process but instead a
developmental one in which the reader gains accuracy in their reading by synthesizing previous
knowledge with new knowledge presented in the text.
Due to a reader‘s ability to misinterpret the text, Byatt also raises questions about the
nature of historical investigation and biographical work and signals issues of authority. She does
so by drawing her readers‘ attention to how readers interpret what they read according to the
cultural ideas of the milieu of his or her time rather than from that of the writer or characters. As
Eagleton states, ―The reader does not come to the text as a kind of cultural virgin, immaculately
free of previous social and literary entanglements, a supremely disinterested spirit of blank sheet
onto which the text will transfer its own presuppositions‖ (77). Although Byatt draws attention
to reader response theory, she also combats the postmodernist idea that ―the author is dead‖ and
opposes ideas from theorists like French critic Roland Barthes that push for the destabilizing and
decentering of the author and that suggest the reader replace the author as the primary subject of
inquiry. Certain episodes within Possession, such as the one noted above concerning the
misreading of Ash‘s Ragnarok, confirm Byatt‘s opposition of criticisms such as those of Barthes:
theories that move to decentralize the author and support the idea that it is the reader, not the
author, who ends up misinformed. As LaMotte develops awareness of Ash‘s intended meaning
for his work, she also gains a new appreciation and a clearer understanding of the work and of
Ash himself; therefore, her collective understanding of Ash brings her closer to discovering more
accurate information.
As an attempt to have readers experience a journey through the process of misreading a
text, Byatt allows her readers to experience Ellen Ash‘s journals through the eyes of her scholars,
who are all already familiar with the journal and therefore have already developed their own
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judgments about it. The various readings of Ellen Ash‘s journal provide readers with an entirely
different experience from the other texts in the novel that are used to piece together information
about the affair between LaMotte and Ash. Unlike the other pieces of information in the novel,
such as Sabine‘s journal, or the newly discovered letters between Ash and LaMotte, Ellen‘s
journal was never hidden or misplaced, and it was always available to scholars. Therefore,
readers of Possession are not introduced to the text through fresh eyes, but instead through the
same prejudgments about Ellen that the scholars in the novel maintain. These same biases,
however, cause all of the scholars to neglect asking some of the most basic questions about Ellen
Ash, such as her reasons for writing and her motivations for writing in the extremely particular
way she did. Rather than consider the different possibilities, the scholars diminish the real Ellen
Ash to fit in with their own literary agendas.
In order to fully understand the diary of the fictional Ellen Ash, Byatt challenges readers
of Possession to comprehend the magnitude of influence that Victorian ideology had on women
writers of the Victorian Era. During the Victorian period, the theory of separate spheres was
highly regarded as fact. According to Historian Barbara Welter, who wrote ―The Cult of True
Womanhood 1820-18601,‖ the theory asserts that men and women were predisposed to excel in a
specific sphere—the men were regarded as being made for the public or work sphere, and
women were regarded as given to the private or domestic sphere. During this time, the ―Cult of
True Womanhood‖ was the prevailing value system among upper and middle classes. Welter
writes, ―the attributes of true womanhood […] could be divided into four cardinal virtues—
piety, purity, submissiveness and domesticity‖ (1). As long as women functioned within the
domestic sphere and never ventured from it, women were held in reverence by their husbands
1

Barbara Welter is an American historian. Although, this is an American source, the tenets of ―The Cult of True
Womanhood‖ outline a similar phenomenon found in works such as The Madwoman in the Attic which examines
Victorian literature from a feminist perspective.
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and the general society. Women were to be passive bystanders, submitting to fate, to duty, to
God. One influential work during this era was Coventry Patmore‘s narrative poem The Angel in
the House, which depicted the popular Victorian image of the ideal wife as devoted and
submissive to her husband. This ―angel,‖ as Patmore describes, was passive, powerless, meek,
graceful, sympathetic, and self-sacrificing.2 Byatt even alludes to Patmore in Possession by
suggesting him to be the possible mysterious letter writer to LaMotte. Due to Byatt‘s own
inclusion of Patmore in her novel, it is highly likely that she is suggesting that the ―Angel in the
House‖ was a model and ideal that Ellen Ash, as a Victorian woman, would self-fashion herself
to be like.
Upon initial inspection of the text, Ellen can indeed be seen as perfectly fitting into all of
these categories. Ellen‘s opening line of her journal trumpets that she is the epitome of the
Victorian ―True Woman.‖ Ellen begins her journal by writing, ―The house is echoing and silent
without my dear Randolph. I am full of projects for improvements in his comfort to be effected
whilst he is away‖ (242). Ellen excessively praises and idealizes her husband, referring to him as
―Master‖ of the house, claiming that she will put off reading until he returns because the
experience would not be the same ―without his beautiful voice‖ (242). Even what she does read,
she claims she does so for the purpose of being able to ―share with him in his enthusiasm for his
study‖ when he returns (242). Her entire journal echoes her domesticity, subservient nature, and
her complete and utter dependency on her husband for both matters of importance and matters of
enjoyment. Ellen creates her ―sphere‖ of feminine domesticity and is portrayed as the supportive
simple-minded wife who can, without her husband, only handle housework and her servants, and
whose interests for literature only manifest from a desire to please her husband. She is a woman
2

In Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar‘s The Madwoman in the Attic, the feminine ideal is discussed and
illustrated as having ―no story of her own but gives advice and consolation to others, listens, and
sympathizes‖ (599).
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who exhibits, as Ellen Ash scholar Beatrice Nest describes it, ―.... a sweetness, a blanket of
dutiful pleasure in her responses‖ and upholds the cardinal virtue of domesticity naturally and
with great ease, taking pleasure in pouring her life‘s effort into creating a home for her and
husband (128).
Upon initially reading Ellen‘s journal, Beatrice shares the belief that Ellen Ash‘s journal
is nothing more than a ―truly private journal‖3 containing nothing particularly noteworthy. She
states, ―When I started on it, I thought, what a nice dull woman‖ (240). Beatrice‘s experience is
described as ―detached personal judgment, during which she thought she saw that Ellen Ash was
rambling and dull‖ (128). Indeed, Ellen seems to be the quintessential ―Angel in the House,‖
who ―in of herself, is neither great nor extraordinary‖ and the details of her life ―stress the almost
pathetic ordinariness of her life‖ (Gilbert and Gubar 600). It is not until Beatrice spends an
increasing amount of time with the journal, however, that she begins to sense a subtle subversion
in Ellen‘s writing and feels that perhaps Ellen may have ulterior motives for writing her journal:
―And then I got the sense of things flittering and flickering behind all that solid
oh, I think of it as paneling. And then I got to think—I was being led on—to
imagine the flittering and flickering things— and that really it was all just as
stolid and dull as anything. I thought I was making it all up, that she could have
said something interesting—how shall I put it—intriguing—once in awhile—but
she absolutely wasn't going to.‖ (220)
Although Ellen‘s resolve to absolutely not add anything ―intriguing‖ does indeed support
Bloom‘s description of a ―truly private diary,‖ and one that has no intention or motivation for

3

In his work ―I Write for Myself and Strangers‘: Private Diaries as Public Documents,‖ Lynn Z. Bloom,
discusses the genre of diary writing. He divides the diary into two sub-genres: the ―truly private diary‖
and the ―public private diary,‖ stating that the ―truly private diary‖ is written exclusively for private
consumption while the ―public diary‖ is one intended for external readership (Bloom, 25).
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making itself appealing to the reader, even after accepting Ellen‘s portrayal of herself, the reader
still ends up ―baffled‖ by her work because he or she realizes, just as Maud did, that ―she could
write‖ (252; emphasis mine). This fact that ―she could write‖ makes her perfect categorical
journal seem a bit too perfect and contrived and calls into question the validity of it as a private,
authentic text. Unlike Sabine, the other female journal writer in Possession, Ellen does not seem
to be an inexperienced writer who has not ―perfected her craft;‖ for she does, in fact, possess the
ability to manipulate her work. Beatrice comes to this conclusion as she spends more time
studying Ellen‘s journal and becomes ―aware of the mystery of privacy, which Ellen, for all her
expansive ordinary eloquence, was protecting‖ (129). Such realizations about Ellen‘s writing
ability ideally would have raised interest and inquiry in the other literary scholars. However,
because the scholars were overly confident in the ―type‖ of woman she was and the category of
her journal, they never questioned the definitiveness of their conclusions.
According to Bloom‘s category of diaries then, the mere fact that Ellen Ash ―could write‖
should have automatically disqualified her diary from the category of the truly private diary.
Bloom argues that for professional writers there can be no private writings, because ―the writer‘s
mind is invariably alert to the concerns of an audience and shapes the text […] to accommodate
these‖ (24). The scholars in Byatt‘s novel nonetheless fail to ask crucial questions about Ellen
Ash, her writing, and her desired audience. They fail to consider the fact that Ellen Ash, being
the wife of a renowned poet, would have foreseen her journal being read if she chose not to
destroy it. Being that Ellen never alludes to any desire to destroy her journal, it is suggested that
her desired audience is indeed the literary scholars who she knew would be studying her journal,
and because she ―could write,‖ it is arguable that her intentions extended beyond the mere daily
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recordings of everyday life. Because the scholars fail to consider that Ellen might be packaging
her work for a specific audience, they incorrectly read her journal.
Through a correspondence between Ash and LaMotte, Byatt provides a glimpse of what a
―good reader‖ looks like and the types of questions that individuals who desire to know the true
meaning of the work must ask. In his letter to LaMotte, Ash inquisitively asks:
―You begin so meekly…and end quite the opposite, with a moral dispensation—
From what? Is the difficulty—from monarchy—or the Love of Man—or Eros as
opposed to Agape—or the malignity of Venus? Is the social affection of the
anthill truly a better thing than the love of men and women?‖ (179)
Ash continues to ask LaMotte questions about her poem while at the same time expressing his
own opinions. Although he acknowledges that he may not see everything the way LaMotte does,
Ash chooses to lay down his own perceptions and ultimately deems her as the author and true
knower of the meaning behind the text, stating, ―Well you are to be the judge—the poem is
yours‖ (179). Through such glimpses, Byatt exalts characters such as Randolph Ash, who choose
to honor the writer of the work by searching for the author‘s intended meaning rather than
imposing their own meanings on the text. Like Ash, Maud finally demonstrates her development
as a vigilant reader when she questions Beatrice as to what she believes Ellen‘s motives were for
keeping her journal:
Why did Ellen writer her journal? Was it to please her husband? ... Did she show
it to him? … Do you think she wrote it for publication, in any form? … Why do
you think she wrote her journal, Dr. Nest? In order to have someone to talk to?
As an examination of conscience? Out of a sense of duty? Why? (239)
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In such statements, Maud expresses the uncertainty about the validity of Ellen‘s journal and
Ellen‘s own portrayal of herself; Maud begins to understand that Ellen Ash might indeed be selffashioning herself to fit a specific ideal. After Maud‘s inquisitive badgering, Beatrice finally
replies, ―I think she [Ellen] knew it might be read... She knew he was a great poet and she must
have known they would come—the scavengers—sooner or later…I think she wrote it to baffle.
Yes. To baffle‖ (239). The significance of Beatrice‘s theory, however, is not why Ellen wrote her
journal, but rather that she knew it would be read. Beatrice expresses Ellen‘s awareness of
readership, stating, ―I think she knew it might be read. There are several sharp comments in it
about contemporary biographical habits—rummaging in Dickens‘ desk before he was fairly
buried and that sort of thing‖ (239). Adrienne Shiffman writes, ―Her awareness of a possible
readership, present or future, determines both the journal's subject matter and its approach and
consequently calls into question the whole status of the diary as a private literary construct‖ (96).
Another clue that Ellen is self-fashioning herself is through the systematic omission that
occurs throughout Ellen‘s diary; such omission arouses further suspicion of a deliberate intent to
portray her marriage and life in a certain manner. The most notable systematic omission occurs
when she crosses out the ―despite all‖ before stating, ―We have been so happy in our life
together‖ (249). The ―despite all‖ changes the meaning of the sentence entirely and transforms
what should have originally been a confirmation of stability and affection between husband and
wife into a statement that implies that Ellen‘s representation of her marriage is fabricated.
Instead of accepting that her marriage is not a perfect one, Ellen removes the ―lingering
qualification, despite all‖ because it tarnishes her notion of the idealistic marriage (Shiffman
101). As Shiffman suggests, ―The phrase exists in a state of liminality; simultaneously included
and omitted, it hovers between presence and absence‖ (101). The fact that she crosses out the
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―despite all‖ suggests an act of self-editing and a deliberate attempt to create the fiction of a
perfect marriage.
Another occurrence of omission in Ellen‘s diary occurs in an entry about her housekeeper
Bertha. Ellen writes several journal entries about Bertha, whom she has discovered is pregnant
with a baby conceived out of wedlock. Although Ellen‘s character contemplates how to handle
the situation, she ultimately adheres to what the ideology dictates and decides to send Bertha to
an ―institution‖ that makes ―provision for women in her position‖ (247). Ellen makes the
decision to submit to the ideals of the Cult of True Womanhood and rid herself of any
entanglements with scandal, a decision which results in Bertha slipping away in the night. After
discovering that Bertha has left and realizing that she had nowhere to go, Ellen regrets her
decision, lamenting, ―What will become of her?‖ (249). Ellen writes, ―I have done wrong in her
regard. I have behaved less than well‖ (252). After writing this incriminating line, however, she
follows with, ―I should have,‖ and then crosses it out without completing her thought. In this
section, Byatt draws the reader‘s attention to Ellen‘s hesitation with her decision, demonstrating
that Ellen‘s character struggles with maintaining the ideals of the Cult of True Womanhood.
However, rather than incriminate herself by disagreeing with her ideology, the novel represents
Ellen as a woman who incessantly fashions herself as the embodiment of Victorian femininity.
The sense of systematic omission that occurs throughout Ellen‘s diary, then, confirms her
awareness that her journal would be read and solidifies her journal as a ―fictional product of selfconscious selection and intentional shaping‖ (Shiffman 101).
In an effort to discover information about whether or not Ellen Ash knew anything of
LaMotte, Roland asks Beatrice to look for any entries concerning LaMotte and her work found in
Ellen‘s journal. In such entries, Ellen elaborates on her recollection of reading Melusina,
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LaMotte‘s poem. Oddly enough it is these entries that add to the argument that Ellen did indeed
feel dissatisfaction with the ideology she lived by, yet knowingly molded the depiction of herself
to fit an ideal. Throughout her account of reading Melusina, Ellen expresses her admiration of
LaMotte‘s work, calling it ―marvelous,‖ ―truly original‖ and ―genius‖ (134). She describes it by
writing:
The general public may have trouble in recognizing its genius, because it makes
no concession to vulgar frailties of imagination, and because its virtues are so far
removed in some ways at least from those expected of the weaker sex. Here is no
swooning sentiment, not timid purity, no softly gloved lady-like patting of the
reader‘s sensibility, but lively imagination, but force and vigour. (134)
In this account of LaMotte‘s work, Ellen demonstrates her awareness of the unorthodox nature of
her Melusina. She describes it as lacking the classifiers of a traditional woman‘s work, such as
―swooning sentiment,‖ ―timid purity,‖ and ―softly gloved lady-like patting of the reader‘s
sensibility‖ and recognizes the limitations facing women writers within the culture of the time
period. Despite acknowledging that LaMotte‘s writing is not in compliance with the tenets of the
Cult of True Womanhood, Ellen still admires her lack of concession and modesty and even
applauds her imaginative free-forming of ideas as ―genius,‖ all of which directly undermines the
conventional role of the subservient woman that must subdue her creativity for the sake of being
an ―Angel in the House.‖ From her description, the reader also gets a sense that Ellen not only
admires LaMotte but also covets her ability to establish a voice through her writing that is
confident, honest, and raw—a voice that is free from confinement and completely unmotivated
by the conventions of society.
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Through Ellen‘s praise of LaMotte, the reader is also able to gain insight into Ellen‘s
opinions about her own writing. Despite her embodying the tenets of purity, piety, virtue and the
domestic life, Ellen displays awareness that she cannot fully express herself to the extent that
LaMotte has been able to realize, which is ascertainable by the sheer banality of Ellen‘s own
journal entries. This dissatisfaction she feels about herself points to an underlying resentment of
the ideology she has chosen to adhere to. While she possesses the ability to portray herself as
both a domestic woman while still retaining her intrigue, she instead characterizes herself and the
events of her life with the tedious monotony of the tame and lifeless housewife, refusing to add
intrigue to her journal. Rather than representing the events of her life as important, she trivializes
her domestic duties as belonging to her ―sphere of influence‖ and being an inconvenience to the
―master of the house‖ (227). Through her journal, Ellen illustrates that in her eyes, the Angel in
the House must be a woman lacking in substance and incapable of intrigue. Rather than using
journal writing as an exercise of introspection, creativity, and honesty, Ellen Ash instead upholds
the Tenets of the Cult of True Womanhood and the ideology of the Victorian Era.
In contrast to her usual veneer as the archetypal ―Angel in the House,‖ Ellen makes an
extremely profound and revealing comment in one of her journal entries towards the end of her
life; she writes:
My recent reading has caused me for some reason to remember myself as I was
when a young girl, reading high Romances and seeing myself simultaneously as
the object of all knights‘ devotion—an unspotted Guenevere—and as the author
of the Tale. I wanted to be a Poet and a Poem, and now am neither, but the
mistress of a very small household. (136)
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Byatt seemingly allows for readers to be exposed to such entries to show that there are sections
of Ellen‘s writing that are contradictory to her own representation of herself as a woman. Such a
statement is undeniably complex, not only in relation to Ellen‘s character and her desire to
uphold a particular image, but also in association with Victorian Era poetry. As discussed earlier,
the writing during this time period was inherently gendered, and as such, the speaker of a written
work was usually assumed to be male while the object of discourse was assumed to be female.
According to Rachel Stein in Shifting the Ground: American Women Writers’ Revisions of
Nature, Gender, and Race, ―these inherent gender rules within writing caused a hierarchical
relationship between subject and object in which it is assumed that the masculine subject
appropriates the feminine object to his own purposes‖ (27). In this uncharacteristic statement,
Ellen expresses her understanding of this concept. She goes on to say:
―I hit on something I believe when I wrote that I meant to be a Poet and a Poem. It
may be that this the desire of all reading women, as opposed to reading men, who
wish to be poets and heroes, but might see the inditing of poetry in our peaceful
age, as a sufficiently heroic act. No one wishes a man to be a poem. But I now
think—it might have been better, might it not, to have held on to the desire to be a
poet?‖ (136)
With this journal entry, Ellen finally exposes her understanding of the separate gender spheres in
writing and the conflicting self within her—a woman who is at war with what ideology says she
should be and the part of her that wants to break free and assume a new role that moves beyond
the object of discourse to the writer of discourse. Though not expressly written, the reader is able
to grasp that Ellen desires to move into the public sphere and away from the private sphere and
to relinquish her original identity as a passive subject in order to create a new two-fold identity
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that includes creator as well as creation. By illuminating Ellen‘s awareness and internal conflict
with the Cult of True Womanhood ideology, Ellen‘s motives for writing begin to come more into
focus. Aside from minor allusions to her dissatisfaction with the ideology, Ellen Ash‘s writings
and journal ultimately present her as the perfect ―Angel in the House.‖ Her own portrayal of
herself in her journal coupled with her awareness of all the requirements of her gender and the
fact that ―she could write‖ also furthers the argument that her journal is molded and written to fit
within a perfect ideal.
Aside from her own inconsistencies in her writing and portrayal of herself, Ellen is also
exposed through the omniscient narrator‘s accounts which provide the reader with a glimpse of
Ellen in a different light than the one she projects of herself. Ultimately, the omniscient
narrator‘s depiction of Ellen does not seem to correlate with the woman Ellen claims to be. After
her husband dies, Ellen writes in her journal, ―I have made a fire here, and burned some things. I
shall burn more. He shall not be picked by vultures‖ (481). There is an undeniable contradiction
between what Ellen writes and what she does. She determinedly writes, ―He shall not be picked
by vultures,‖ yet she chooses to leave remains for the ―vultures‖ by refusing to burn the letters
between her husband and LaMotte: the very letters that disclose the details of his affair. She
writes, ―There are things I cannot burn. Nor ever I think to look again. There are things here that
are not mine, that I could not be a party to burning‖ (481). Instead of keeping her promise and
honoring her husband‘s dying wishes to ―burn what they should not see,‖ Ellen, instead, ignores
his command to ―let no one else make idle curios or lies of it‖ (480-1). Rather than destroying
the box of letters as her husband requested, she does the complete opposite by filling her journal
with clues to where the very things that should not be seen can be found. By writing ―there are
things I cannot burn,‖ she exposes that there is something to be found and leads the ―vultures‖
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directly to him to ―pick at him‖ in order to ―possess‖ the truth left undestroyed (480-1). As
Beatrice discerningly points out, ―She took care to write down that the box was there‖ (527).
Ellen not only defies her husband‘s wishes, but justifies her actions by claiming that they are not
hers to burn. The issue of ―possession‖ of the truth has become her justification for defying her
husband‘s wishes.
Still, if she was not the owner or ―possessor‖ of the letters, then the owner would have to
be either Randolph Ash or Christabel LaMotte. Whether the letters were Ash‘s or LaMotte‘s
―possessions,‖ both would have preferred for them to be burned. Ellen actually acknowledges
this in a scene narrated by the omniscient narrator: ―She took the sealed letter and turned it over,
thinking of adding it, but allowed the flames to die down. She was quite sure that neither he nor
she would have wanted his own letter to persist; nor would Christabel LaMotte, with its implicit
accusations‖ (496). Only later, outside the context of Ellen's journal in a scene narrated by the
omniscient narrator, does the reader finally learn of Ellen‘s true motives for burying the letters:
―I want them to have a sort of duration,‖ she said to herself. ―A demi-eternity. And if the ghouls
dig them up again? Then justice will perhaps be done to her when I am not here to see it.... I am
in your hands‖ (501).
This scene reveals Ellen‘s true motives as she expresses that she both understands the
possibility of ―ghouls [digging] them up,‖ but also that she believes that LaMotte should be
subjected to ―justice‖ (501). Such lines illustrate Ellen‘s true feelings about LaMotte, the affair,
and her extreme anger and hurt about it. The final phrase of this excerpt, ―I am in your hands,‖
directly correlates to the conclusion of LaMotte‘s letter to Ellen in which she implores Ellen to
pass her letter onto her husband and arguably gives ―possession‖ of her letter and their secrets to
Ellen. LaMotte writes, ―I am in your hands, in this matter. I must trust to your judgment, your

25
generosity, your goodwill‖ (489). LaMotte, therefore, gives Ellen the authority to decide what
will happen to the letter and the truth it contains. As Ellen ponders what to do with the letter,
LaMotte‘s words ―I am in your hands‖ echo in her mind. Ultimately, the reader learns that Ellen
conceals the letter from her husband and, instead, buries them in his grave. The repetition of the
phrase, however, draws attention to the immense power of Ellen Ash, her awareness of that
power, and her desire for justice over upholding her husband‘s wishes and LaMotte‘s request to
communicate with Ash one final time.
Any doubt that could have been left in the reader‘s mind regarding the genuineness of
Ellen‘s diary is eliminated when the omniscient narrator remarks, ―She put more coal and more
pieces of wood on the fire by the side of which she sat down to manufacture the carefully edited,
carefully strained truth of her journal. She would decide later what to do with that. It was both a
defense against, and bait for, the gathering of ghouls and vultures‖ (501). Ellen‘s acute
awareness of her manufactured actions and this ―depiction of [her] constructing this text next to a
blazing fire emphasizes her deliberate decision not to destroy it‖ (Shiffman 101). In this scene,
Ellen describes her journal as her ―defense against and bait for‖ the gathering of readers, which
makes it incontrovertible that she has written her journal as bait for scholarly ―vultures‖ like
Blackadder, Cropper, Maud, Beatrice, Lenora, and Roland. However, the journal is also, as Ellen
claims, her ―defense,‖ for it portrays her as a woman confident of her marital bliss, a woman so
caught up in the domestic affairs of the house and so simple-minded that the possibility of her
conjuring up such an elaborate and manipulative scheme would be entirely out of the question.
So, with her diary, Ellen Ash ensures that justice is met by allowing for the truth of LaMotte and
her husband's affair to be left undestroyed and open for discovery and that the only remaining
existence of her character is a self-concocted idealized portrayal of an ―Angel in the House‖ who

26
tried only to protect her husband but could not bring herself to destroy what was not hers. With
her journal then, she solidifies her role of the perfect woman: a woman who is depicted as a saint
and ―it is the surrender of herself—of her personal comfort, her personal desires, or both—that is
the beautiful angel—woman‘s key act‖ (Gilbert and Gubar 602). Her journal then is not a work
of repetitive dullness and predictability—a work full of admiration for the genius of her
husband—but instead it is a work representing the genius and incredible understanding of Ellen
Ash: a woman who ultimately holds the power over the scholars‘ possession of truth and a
woman who collapses the generic boundaries and creates herself to be both poet and poem.
While Possession employs many common postmodern techniques including
intertextuality, pastiche, and metafiction, Byatt‘s focus on the scholars‘ inability to understand
Ellen Ash because of their marginalization of Victorian women is an outright indictment of the
postmodern negation of authorial intention. By dichotomizing women and deeming Ellen Ash to
be a simple-minded and boring housewife without attempting to understand her intention for
writing as she did, scholars and readers alike misinterpret Ellen‘s facade and carefully concocted
portrayal of herself as her reality. Furthermore, the scholars‘ inability to shelve their
presuppositions and resulting misinterpretation of Ellen challenges the authority of literary
scholarship and biographical pursuits. The failure of the reader to consider the role of the author
in relation to the text leads to further misinterpretation and misguided judgments than to the
possession of truth.
Aside from misinterpreting Ellen Ash, the scholars grossly misinterpret Victorian poetess
Christabel LaMotte and her writings much in the same way they misread Ellen‘s Ash‘s journal.
The scholarly characters categorize her and depict her in ways that corroborate their own
scholarship instead of searching for the true writer or her intentions for her work. The
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contemporary experts in Possession, Maud Bailey and Leonora Stern, portray the poetess as the
―new feminists‖ in the novel do— as a woman completely satisfied with living in seclusion, free
from wifely and motherly duties. The two leading feminist scholars in the novel not only view
LaMotte from a feminist psychoanalytical perspective, but also view her work as representative
of a woman‘s power and self-sufficiency, interpreting her Melusina in her bath as a ―symbol of
self-sufficient female sexuality needing no poor males‖ (39).
Although this interpretation of LaMotte and her work proves to be inaccurate, LaMotte‘s
character is, however, introduced to the readers of Byatt‘s novel as an astringent deviation from
the social norm of Victorian society and the ―Angel in the House‖—a woman who chose to live
a life outside of the boundaries of the ideals of the Cult of True Womanhood, completely content
with her decisions and accomplishments. LaMotte, who was influenced by her father, a
renowned writer, is represented as always having had aspirations to be a great writer and poet
herself. She emphatically expresses this very ambition in a letter to Ash as she parallels her need
―to set down words‖ to that of a spider‘s incessant need to spin silk—a need that is so strong that
it is more belonging to her biology than it is to her desire. The spider‘s silk is her writing, which
she describes as being ―her life, her home, her safety—her food and drink too‖ (198). Having
such a desire to ―write an epic— or if not an epic, still a Saga or Lay or great mythical Poem‖
(177), it seems quite plausible that contemporary scholars, like Maud and Leonora, would choose
to portray the poetess in such a manner.
LaMotte‘s correspondence with Ash, however, reveals that such a depiction of LaMotte
and her epic The Melusina is inaccurate. In Possession, LaMotte‘s Melusina is based on the myth
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of the French fairy Melusina, entitled The Melusine, A Tale of the Serpent Fairy.4 The myth
details the story of a water-nymph who was cursed to take the form of a serpent from the waist
down every Saturday for eternity. The nymph could only become mortal and escape the eternal
curse placed on her if she were to marry a mortal who never witnessed her in serpent form. If
seen by any mortal in her true form, however, the curse would be eternal, and she would never
be allowed to enter into Heaven. Thus, in order to be considered worthy of such a privilege as
Heaven, the serpent fairy was mandated to hide her ―otherness‖ and appear to be a ―true
woman.‖ Upon promising to abide by the Melusina‘s condition of being left alone on Saturdays,
the fairy married the knight Raimondin and bore him six sons. Driven by curiosity, however, her
husband broke his pact to her and witnessed her transformation. Upon doing so, he was filled
with disgust and shock, and having betrayed her secret, Melusina's curse was fulfilled, turning
her into a dragon and forcing her to abandon her husband and her children.5
Although it is evident that the Melusina is a symbol of female power and a woman with
more power than her husband, this is not a complete picture of what she represents. Through
LaMotte‘s correspondence with Ash, readers view the poetess in a different light than she is
represented by the scholars in the novel, and readers further understand LaMotte‘s character‘s
motivation for writing her epic. Although others saw Melusina as a monster and a fallen angel,
LaMotte explains that her view of the Melusina fairy is very different than that of others,

The most famous literary version of Melusine tales is attributed to Jean d‘ Arras. See Maddox, Donald,
and Sara Sturm-Maddox. Melusine of Lusignan: Founding Fiction in Late Medieval France. Athens: U of
Georgia, 1996. Print.
5
Byatt uses extensive analogies throughout the novel that connect to the Melusina. For more information,
see Gillian, Alban. Melusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S. Byatt’s Possession and in Mythology. Lanham,
Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003. Print.
4
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viewing her not as in a singular way as medieval interpretation6 suggests, but as a representation
of both ―Power and Frailty‖ (192). The poetess makes several comments that reveal her intrigue
about the the Melusina‘s dichotomy. She claims that what attracted her about the myth and
inspired her to write her own Melusina was the fact that she has two starkly contradictory aspects
to her in that she is simultaneously an unnatural creature capable of exhibiting power and
pioneering significant achievements, and also a loving, domestic woman and mother of many
children. LaMotte elaborates on this in her correspondence with Ash:
I am interested in other visions of the fairy Melusine—who has two aspects—an
Unnatural Monster—and a most proud and loving and handy woman. Now there
is an odd word—but no other seems to suffice—all she touched was well done—
her palaces squarely built and the stones set on rightly, her fields full of
wholesome corn. (192)
The writer expresses that she views the Melusina as both a rare and exotic creature but also as a
―loving and handy woman‖—a woman capable of both love and nurture and great success (192).
LaMotte‘s view of the Melusina seems to also be representative of her own view of women in
general and her desire for her epic to illustrate that women much like the Fairy Melusina, also
intrinsically possess two entirely opposing sides to them and can achieve both extremes all at
once. LaMotte‘s character, therefore, is not so much attracted to the Melusina‘s ―otherness‖ and
self-sufficiency, as the female scholars in the novel presume, but instead is drawn to the fact that
the Melusina is both ―other‖ and woman; consequently, she is in need of her own time to
reconcile these two disparate parts of herself, just as she does by transforming into the serpent

―Medieval interpretation saw Melusina as demonic, a fallen angel‖ (Chinn, 196). See Chinn, Nancy. ―‗I
Am My Own Riddle‘ — A. S. Byatt‘s Christabel LaMotte: Emily Dickinson and Melusina.‖ Papers on
Language and Literature 37.2 (2001): 179-204.
6
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woman on Saturdays. The Melusina needs this time to live out her true identity without any
restraints, and during this day away from her husband, she can expose her female power and
supernatural abilities that need to be suppressed while she is in the public sphere.
Rather than LaMotte‘s attraction to the Melusina being completely about her great power,
then, LaMotte‘s character seemingly relates to the Melusina‘s need to hide the varying
dimensions of her persona‘s true self. This truth about the Melusina‘s need to disguise herself is
magnified by Raimondin‘s reaction of disgust towards the serpent-fairy upon discovering her
―otherness‖ and witnessing her ―true form‖ and supernatural powers. As such, Raimondin is a
symbol of the patriarchal society which does not see a woman‘s true form as powerful or
beautiful but instead as untamed, monstrous, dangerous and unworthy of heaven. In her epic,
LaMotte compares the Melusina to Medusa and Scylla—two figures who were feared by men for
their power and deemed monstrous. She writes:
And ‗tis the Power is punished. All men shrink
From dire Medusa and her writhing locks.
Who weeps for Scylla in her cave of bones,
Thrashing her tail and howling for her fate. (317)
LaMotte portrays these female figures as being punished for their power and ―howling for [their]
fate,‖ and then associates the Melusina with them (317). Aside from comparing the Melusina to
these monstrous female figures, she elaborates on the fairy serpent‘s pain, writing that all that is
heard from her is ―a shuddering cry… a cry of pain and loss‖ (314). Rather than celebrate her
power, LaMotte shows empathy for her and illustrates the Melusina‘s tragedy of love, loss and
banishment from society. Although the Fairy Melusina is truly a beautiful, graceful woman and a
wonderful wife that has brought her husband great wealth and prosperity, her husband is

31
nevertheless unable to love her because of her ―otherness,‖ and he is incapable of accepting that
she doesn‘t fit into the perfect mold of what a woman ―should be.‖
As readers discover throughout the course of the novel, LaMotte‘s character is very much
like the Melusina in that she does not comply with the social norms and the demands of a
patriarchal society in the way that a ―true woman‖ like Ellen Ash would have. As the novel
progresses, readers discover the parallels between the Melusina and LaMotte, and it becomes
evident that LaMotte‘s character is Byatt‘s very own fictional embodiment of the Melusina. Just
as the Melusina does, LaMotte deviates from the ideal woman and has a secluded place where
she can exude her true female power. In the same way that Melusina needs a private space of the
bathroom to reconcile the two parts of her being and take her true form, LaMotte must also live
in seclusion from society in order to be her true self. Although a part of LaMotte‘s character does
indeed enjoy her autonomy ―against Family and Society,‖ readers learn that there is also a part of
herself that desires to have a relationship and co-existence with a male (208). Like the Melusina,
who truly loves her husband and children and has come to enjoy her domestic world, LaMotte
also is drawn to a romantic relationship with Ash and the prospect of a future with him. It is also
motherhood and her relationship with Ash that inspires LaMotte‘s best poetry and her greatest
literary accomplishment: Melusina.
Indeed, readers learn that the LaMotte‘s Melusina ends up depicting her real-life
tragedy. Like Raimondin in the myth, Ash, even with all of his promises to not impose on
LaMotte‘s freedom, having witnessed LaMotte‘s true form and poetic genius and her ―female
otherness,‖ becomes like Raimondin, disempowering her and dooming her to remain a monster
for the rest of her days. Just as the Melusina was forced to abandon her life, family and children,
LaMotte is forced to abandon her relationship with Ash, her home, her illegitimate child, and
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even her work. In the concluding chapters of Possession, LaMotte acknowledges this by
lamenting, ―I have been Melusina these thirty years‖ (500). After her clandestine relationship
with Ash, LaMotte is no longer capable of going back to who she was before, and she is never
again able to gain her autonomy. All she can do for the rest of her days is ―howl for her fate‖ as
the Melusina did (314). Ash, who serves as Byatt‘s example of a ―good reader,‖ finally realizes
LaMotte‘s motivation for her epic:
What is so peculiarly marvelous about the Melusina myth is that it is both wild
and strange and ghastly and full of daemonic—and it is at the same time solid as
earthly tales…depicting the life of households and the planning of societies, the
introduction of husbandry and the love of any mother for her children. (193)
LaMotte, in turn, solidifies Ash‘s interpretation of her motivation for her epic, writing, ―She is
indeed—my Melusine—just such a combination of the orderly and humane with the unnatural
and the Wild—as you suggest—the heart-foundress and the destroying Demon‖ (196).
After finding out about her affair with Ash and the aftermath of it—the fact that LaMotte
was forced into hiding and felt the need to give up her child— it becomes evident to readers that
her epic is not a celebration of a female‘s sexual power as the scholars presume, but symbolic of
the outcome of her affair with Ash and an illustration of the tragedy of the impositions placed on
women during the Victorian time period. Ultimately, readers of Possession realize that the
scholarship presented in the novel by Maud and Leonora and the psychoanalytic and feminist
scholars are quite lacking. Although LaMotte did wish to portray the Melusina‘s power and great
strength, her work was not completely and solely about this one aspect of the fairy serpent. The
scholars in the novel fail to see the Melusina as a representation of a woman struggling with
being herself in a patriarchal society and fail to draw any connections between LaMotte‘s
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relationship with Ash and her epic. As readers learn, LaMotte did very much desire to have a
relationship with Ash and also desired to raise her daughter.
Within Possession, Byatt adds so many dimensions to her female characters that it
becomes impossible to categorize either LaMotte or Ellen Ash neatly into one of two existing
and limiting categories of either domestic ideal or fallen woman. Although initially to the reader,
Ellen outwardly portrays the role of the domestic ideal and LaMotte, as Ellen‘s husband‘s
mistress, can be easily cast as the fallen woman, both prove that they have far too much depth to
be neatly characterized as one or the other, even to readers of their curated written narratives.
While Ellen, the outwardly perfect feminine ideal bound to the private sphere of the home,
expresses a desire to write and be more than just a housewife, LaMotte, the categorical ―whore,‖
expresses her desire to be in a relationship with Randolph. By ingeniously presenting her
Victorian women characters outside of the culturally imposed female silence, readers realize that
the historical lens through which these women have been viewed has inevitably been an
incomplete one and the feminist view of LaMotte‘s work no longer seems accurate.
Consequently, it is not that the scholarship presented in the novel is entirely wrong, but rather
that it is incomplete. Much of the novel, therefore, is a call for readers to practice good reading.
In an interview with Jonathan Walker, Byatt states:
Any good reader ought to have a kind of neutral gear, a kind of [...] wandering,
scanning reading which is a reenacting reading. You simply read it to see what is
there. You don‘t start putting something into it, or judging it, or saying, ‗now this
goes into this category and that goes into that category.‘ (qtd. in Walker 338)
In her interview with Walker, Byatt admonishes readers to truly listen to the text and practice a
more careful and thoughtful method of reading. Byatt exhorts readers to overcome their own
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established notions and search for the intended meaning of the text. Although the scholarly
characters in Possession are depicted as driven to possess the texts they read in the sense of
comprehending them, Byatt shows the many challenges that academics and readers in our
contemporary culture face in actualizing the meaning of the text. In the following chapter, I
discuss these challenges, as well as Byatt‘s solution to counter contemporary critical theories that
the novel suggests have hindered readers and historical scholars from discovering a more
accurate representation of historical works and women writers from the past.
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CHAPTER II
FINDING TRUTH IN A POSTMODERN WORLD

Prior to beginning his ―quest,‖ while staring at an image of Ash, Roland imagines Ash
―challenging‖ him and saying, ―So you think you know me?‖ (21). The narrator remarks that
―the known Ash shifted a little‖ and Roland felt ―a kind of fear‖ (21). As the novel progresses
and readers become progressively aware of the shortcomings of the scholarly characters, the
characters themselves also become increasingly conscious of the weaknesses and subjective
nature of their own narrow literary analyses and their linear approach of study. As the novel
progresses, the limitations of each particular theory as a method of extracting truth from a text
are exposed. Consequently, characters are in essence forced to ―face their fears‖ and negate
certain foundational principles of their postmodern culture. The characters must also collaborate
with scholars outside of their own literary circles and accept viewpoints that counter their own
scholarship in order to achieve any type of meaningful reading of the texts. Characters only
achieve rebirth once they view the text with fresh eyes. Such perspective, however, is only
possible through collaboration, not only with their peers but also with literary principles of the
past: principles that admonish readers to search for implicit truth and to search for the author‘s
intended meaning of the text.
Possession ardently offers its characters a platform from which to criticize contemporary
literary scholarship and methods. Indeed, Byatt‘s satire is very explicitly directed at the modern
critical theories, particularly postmodernism, poststructuralism and feminist criticism. In order to
show the inaccuracies and actual results of such scholarship, many of Byatt‘s characters serve as
vehicles for the examination of truth in biography and historical analysis and for the questioning
of an academic‘s authority to write an account of another person‘s life. In Possession, the
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omniscient narrator discusses each scholar's methods of study and their way of thinking, and
readers are able to see how he or she formulates their writings and their conclusions about the
poets he or she studies. Each scholar‘s interpretation, however, eventually proves to be
inaccurate and always seems to neglect the ―real‖ and ―crucial thing‖ that mattered to the writer.
In a moment of introspection, Maud acknowledges the failings of scholarship to capture the ―real
thing,‖ stating, ―if you read her biography—you will always get a sense that there‘s something
missing [...] the real thing, the crucial thing, the thing that really matters to the poet herself‖
(100).
James Blackadder, a Randolph Ash scholar and a cohort of Roland Mitchell, is one of the
scholars who fails to accurately depict the writers he studies and who serves to show the failings
of contemporary scholarship. As he discusses Ellen Ash (Randolph Ash‘s wife), whom he
believes to be a straightforward, dull woman without any depth or dimension, he categorizes her
as the quintessential Victorian housewife, and therefore, rejects any possibility of her journal
having any literary value. Writing on Blackadder‘s dismissal of Ellen's journal, Adrienne
Shiffman suggests that he fails to consider the text outside the generic boundaries of women's
"private" writing: ―For Blackadder, the dailiness of Ellen's journal—its dullness, predictability,
and domesticity— provides ample evidence of its unimportance and, hence, its marginalization‖
(96). Consequently, because Blackadder refuses to look outside of his own scholarship and view
Ellen in any other context but that of a prescribed Victorian wife, he essentially fails to recognize
that he is limiting his own research by not fully understanding certain truths that the writer
intended to impart. The novel implies that had Blackadder more carefully examined Ellen‘s
work, he would have realized not only what her work revealed about herself, but also understood
more about the very poet he professed to be an expert of.
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Although Blackadder fails to realize his own biases within his historical investigation,
Byatt nevertheless uses his character to shed light on the fabrications that a biographer can
ascribe to a text. Ignoring his own narrow-mindedness on Ellen‘s writing, Blackadder
confidently states that the feminist critics have failed to accurately interpret Ellen Ash‘s writings
and thus have incorrectly depicted her. Blackadder states:
―They think Randolph Ash suppressed Ellen‘s writing and fed off her
imagination. They‘d have a hard time proving that, I think, if they were interested
in proof, which I‘m not sure they are. They know what there is to find before
they‘ve seen it. All they‘ve got to go on is that she spent a lot of time lying on the
sofa, and that‘s hardly unusual for a lady in her time and circumstances. Their real
problem—and Beatrice‘s—is that Ellen Ash is dull.‖ (36)
Whereas Blackadder has incorrectly judged Ellen as ―dull‖ and assumes that it was perfectly
normal that a ―lady in her time and circumstances‖ would do nothing more than lie around on a
sofa all day, he astutely recognizes the ability of the reader to assign meaning that does not exist,
such as the feminists that he claims are simply finding what they are looking for in Ellen‘s diary,
stating that ―they know what there is to find before they‘ve seen it‖ (36). Blackadder presents the
idea that the feminists are not necessarily interested in proof, as they claim, but more so in
furthering their own personal agenda.
While Blackadder is able to draw attention to the faults and biases of the feminist critics,
Maud, in the same vein, is able to recognize that American biographer Mortimer Cropper has
also created his own version of Ash in The Great Ventriloquist, the Victorian poet‘s biography.
Regarding Maud‘s recognition of Cropper‘s bias, the narrator articulates, ―This was as much
about its author as its subject and she did not find Mortimer Cropper‘s company pleasant. By
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extension, she found it hard to like Ash, in Cropper‘s version‖ (268). Maud expresses that
Cropper‘s version of Ash is actually an extension of Cropper himself, and because he associates
himself with Ash, he cannot see the difference between who Ash really is and his own idealized
version of the poet. Maud also expresses concerns about Cropper‘s interpretations in general,
stating, ―He had a peculiarly vicious version of reverse hagiography: the desire to cut his subject
down to size‖ (272). In contemplating Cropper‘s writings on Ash, Maud questions the validity of
the entirety of Ash‘s biography asking:
―Was Ash subject to Cropper‘s research methods and laws of thought? […] Who
was the subject of the sentences of the text, and how did Cropper and Ash fit into
Lacan‘s perception that the grammatical subject of a statement differs from the
subject, the ‗I,‘ who is the object discussed by that statement?‖ (272-273)
Through this glimpse into Maud‘s inner contemplations about Cropper‘s work from the
omniscient narrator, readers witness Maud‘s recognition of Cropper‘s inability to be objective
with his research and separate himself from his subject. This concept of the scholar or expert
being too close to the author is a common theme throughout the novel. This concept also
supports the argument that Cropper‘s linear approach to study leaves him without opposition and
allows for him to project himself into the text rather than searching for the real Ash and depicting
the writer accurately. In an interview in which she speaks of the issue of the author/biographer
being too close to the subject he or she is studying, Byatt states, ―One thing that bothers me [...]
is the way a lot of biographers feel they can use their own being to illuminate and open, or even
to become, the person they‘re writing about‖ (Walker 333). In the mentioned interview, Byatt
concludes that a biographer must step back and acknowledge the difference between the writer
they are studying and themselves in order to rightly understand the text.
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As the novel progresses, Maud continues to realize the failings of historical scholarship
and begins to understand her own weaknesses in truly capturing the essence of who LaMotte
was. She realizes that her distaste for Ash and her own feminist, idealized view of LaMotte have
kept her from viewing LaMotte accurately—viewing her as incapable of ever entertaining a
romantic relationship with a man. Initially, Maud is sure that there could be no connection
between Ash and LaMotte and admits that she would never have thought that Ash‘s work would
―appeal‖ to LaMotte (49). Maud‘s rationality for such a dismissal of Ash‘s association with the
poetess, however, is purely based on her feminist point of view and is evident by her statement:
―I wouldn‘t have thought his poems would appeal to her. All that cosmic masculinity. That nasty
anti-feminist poem about the medium … All that ponderous obfuscation. Everything she wasn’t”
(47-48 emphasis added). In such sentiments, Maud exhibits that she has clearly categorized Ash
as the complete opposite of LaMotte. In an effort to discover the truth of the affair and the
connection between the two poets, Maud decides to read several of Ash‘s works and biographies;
yet her preconceptions about Ash are so ingrained that she still finds it hard to ―like Ash‖ and
feels ―dismayed that LaMotte should have given in to whatever urgings or promptings Ash may
have used‖ (268). Maud, like Mortimer Cropper, has created her own version of the Victorian
poetess and struggles with embracing the truth about LaMotte because she prefers her own
portrayal of the poet, for ―her own original vision‖ of LaMotte would not associate herself with
Ash for she is ―proud‖ and exhibits a ―particular independence‖ (268). Consequently, her
aversion for Ash results in her inability to make ―a serious study of Ash‘s poems‖ and
perpetuates the vicious cycle of prioritizing her preconceptions and imaginations over the search
for the truth of who Ash and LaMotte truly were (268). This cycle also continues the study of a
linear process in which she only consults and collaborates with scholarship within her own
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feminist circle and in which she sees working with someone outside her literary circle as
insignificant. Maud indeed expresses such sentiments to Roland when he suggests reading Ash
and LaMotte‘s correspondence together. Rather than accepting Roland‘s proposal for
collaboration, Maud instead separates the letters, giving Ash‘s letters to Roland while reading
LaMotte‘s letters herself. Roland argues that by using Maud‘s system ―they would lose any sense
of the development of the narrative‖ (129). Determined, however, to continue her linear
approach to study, ―Maud retorted robustly that they lived in a time which valued narrative
uncertainty‖ (129). Through such episodes, the novel exposes the counterintuitiveness of
maintaining postmodern principles even when they are not the most effective.
As we know from Byatt‘s narrative descriptions of her character and activities and the
omniscient narrator‘s comments, Ellen was more than a woman who lay around all day; instead,
she was a well-educated, well-read woman who possessed an ability to write and discern her
audience‘s perception of her work. Although her journal may initially seem to be an endless
diary of a woman‘s daily duties, readers of Possession discover that when probed with genuine
intellectual intentions, Ellen‘s journal takes on a literary depth that was previously overlooked
and omitted. We also know that Ash did not feed off Ellen‘s imagination, (as other scholars had
previously speculated), but instead was inspired by Christabel LaMotte. According to the letters
between Ash and LaMotte, it was LaMotte who was Ash‘s actual muse and who inspired his
writing during the time of their romance. As readers learn more about the romance between the
two poets, they also realize that the impression that LaMotte lived a secluded life in a happy
lesbian relationship with Blanche Glover was also based on the feminists‘ predilections and thus,
was an entirely misguided conclusion. Accordingly, it is those readers who ―know what there is
to find before they‘ve seen it,‖ as Blackadder puts it, that are unable to discover anything except
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that which fits their agenda (Byatt 36). It is also for this reason that James Blackadder, Leonora
Stern, Maud Bailey, Mortimer Cropper and Roland Mitchell are unsuccessful in finding out the
truth about who the Victorian poets really were.
Throughout the novel, characters in Possession who try to produce the text in an attempt
to corroborate their own postmodern, poststructuralist scholarship run into great difficulty, while
those who ponder and reflect on what they have read are able to pick up on clues such as the
ones in Ellen‘s journals. Ann Marie Adams writes, ―Characters who attempt to destabilize
language, or who, in the best ‗writerly‘ fashion, seek to produce the text as they read, fare very ill
in this text‖ (120). Indeed, the novel is filled with characters coming to the realization that they
cannot possess truth unless they let go of their biases and beliefs about what they are ―supposed
to find.‖ Roland is a perfect illustration of this. The omniscient narrator states that whenever
reading any of Ash‘s works, there was ―a kind of predictive familiarity‖ for Roland Mitchell
(144). Prior to re-reading the work, Roland contemplates re-reading a ―poem he knew‖ for the
―twelfth, or maybe even the twentieth time‖ and presumes it will not be beneficial ―in the sense
that he had already experienced all its words, in their order, and also out of order, in memory, in
selective quotation or misquotation‖ (511). Prior to discovering the letters, Roland feels that he
can ―leap ahead and hear the rhythm of the unread as though he were the writer, hearing in his
brain the ghost-rhythms of the as yet unwritten‖ (144-145, emphasis added). It is this mentality
that he already ―knew‖ the text and that he can assume authority of the text ―as though he were
the writer‖—the same mentality that is illustrated through Blackadder‘s dismissal of Ellen Ash
and Maud‘s dismissal of Randolph Henry Ash—that keeps Roland from truly possessing the
text‘s real meaning and realizing who the writers truly were.
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In regards to Victorian women particularly, Byatt raises the issue that because Victorian
women writers and their writings were vastly limited in the predominantly patriarchal world in
which they lived, biographers and historians are, to a certain extent, compelled to fill in the gaps
with fiction much in the same way that Ash filled in the gaps in LaMotte‘s letters regarding her
dog. Not only do the scholars fill in the gaps, but they do so to strengthen their own idealized
version of the poets and writers they study—much in the same way that the feminist critics and
Blackadder alter their own versions of Ellen Ash to corroborate their own scholarship. This
process creates a significant issue because all of the scholars are trained in theories that favor
transience and indeterminacy over finding the author‘s intended meaning for the text. These
principles also negate the need for the scholars to search for who the writers/poets actually were.
In an interview discussing her Victorian characters, Byatt comments that what motivated her to
create such literary characters was the realization that ―the great Victorian poets have never been
seen to be as great or as complex as they are‖ (qtd. in Tredell 59).
In his critique of postmodernism, Jameson finds the postmodern lens problematic, stating
that it is:
an attempt to think the present historically in an age that has forgotten how to
think historically in the first place. In that case, it either "expresses" some deeper
irrepressible historical impulse (in however distorted a fashion) or effectively
"represses" and diverts it, depending on the side of the ambiguity you happen to
favor. Postmodernism, postmodern consciousness, may then amount to not much
more than theorizing its own condition of possibility, which consists primarily in
the sheer enumeration of changes and modifications. (CL, 1)
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In this excerpt, Jameson expresses that this approach to reading works of the past is
counterintuitive to discovering true meaning and results in nothing more than ―ambiguity‖ and
theorization. Jameson argues that our postmodern condition has resulted in a loss of our
connection to history and an obsession with the present, and therefore, ―postmodern skepticism
regarding how much we can really know about the past has resulted in nostalgia for the ‗look‘ of
the past without significant interest in its substance‖ (qtd. in Shiller 532). In his argument against
postmodernism, Jameson also contends that ―instead of respecting the radical difference of
Bygone eras, postmodernism projects onto them contemporary culture, which fabricates a
‗privatized‘ or subjective, history denuded of its specific cultural resonance‖ (PU 34). Byatt‘s
character Leonora Stern serves as an illustration of someone who, as Jameson suggests, ―projects
contemporary culture‖ (PU 34) and her own scholarship onto the text. Maud discusses how
Leonora seems to interpret everything through a sexual lens and sees everything as having a
sexual meaning and context. Leonora, as Jameson suggests, refuses to accept or acknowledge the
―radical difference of the Bygone eras,‖ assuming and reading the texts of these women writers
in a way that only reflects and ―projects contemporary culture‖ (PU 34).
Maud gives an example of her recognition of Leonora‘s feminist psychoanalytical
viewpoint for all matters in general when Roland asks Maud if she would prefer the top or
bottom bunk. Maud chooses the top and then references what would be Leonora‘s analysis of her
choice: ―Leonora would say it‘s because of Lilith. Lilith refused to take the inferior position. So
Adam sent her away, and she roamed the Arabian deserts and the dark beyond the pale‖(361). In
response to Maud‘s comment, Roland expresses shock at Leonora‘s incredibly tainted view and
―the absurd range of this comment between mythography, sexual preference and distribution of
bolted bunks‖ (361). Roland then exposes the inaccuracy and flaws of Leonora‘s scholarship,
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stating that she inaccurately ―makes the whole earth read as the female body‖ and because she
does so is actually ineffectual (361).
In speaking of Jameson‘s critique of postmodernism, Dana Shiller writes, ―The past,
according to this cultural logic, becomes a treasure trove to be mined for pertinent connections
and similarities to our postmodern world, an approach that for Jameson creates a false continuity
between past and present‖ (539). Rather than actually searching for the truth about the women
writers she researches, Leonora instead mines for these ―pertinent connections and similarities to
our postmodern world‖ (Shiller 539). Although Maud still feels a sense of allegiance to Leonora,
Roland very keenly points out that the extent of Leonora's exclusivity and adherence to one point
of view actually leave her powerless. Roland comments, ―And really, what is it, what is this
arcane power we have, when we see that everything is human sexuality? It‘s really
powerlessness‖ (276). Roland is able to see that Leonora‘s fidelity to her own feminist principles
have rendered her unable to see anything without projection of her own viewpoint, and therefore,
it has left her in a state of ―powerlessness‖ when attempting to discover the truth of the text.
Roland‘s analysis of Leonora‘s subjectivity is certainly confirmed throughout the novel, and
Leonora‘s entire scholarship is satirized repeatedly as readers progressively discover how her
point of view changes to match her scholarship. Maud, in commenting on Leonora‘s first work,
states that it was written before her ―militant middle and later Lacanian phases,‖ and
consequently, it would no longer be something that she would deem as inaccurate, but rather
simply a projection of the ―phase‖ she was in (337). Byatt, herself, confirms her satirization of
scholars like Leonora as she speaks of her frustrations with such academics in an interview with
Jonathan Walker: ―When I came to write extracts from the poem, I quite deliberately went into a
book by Ellen Moers about the feminized landscape. And I was getting very sick of women
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critics finding exactly the same feminized landscape in absolutely everything they read‖ (Walker
337). Throughout Possession, Byatt explicitly exposes the inaccuracies of many of the
contemporary critical lenses, such as those of characters like Leonora who analyze works of the
past searching for certain symbols and ideas that conform to her preconceived notions.
Like Roland, many of the characters in Possession are depicted as dissatisfied with their
culture and actually long to see the world and the text untainted by their postmodern viewpoints.
Lynn Wells comments on this dissatisfaction, stating that Maud and Roland in the process of
comparing themselves to their nineteenth-century counterparts ―confirm their impressions that
their own culture, for all its advances, has actually regressed into a state of paralyzing
skepticism‖ (669). Maud thoroughly expresses this sentiment, stating: ―We are so knowing. And
all we‘ve found out, is primitive sympathetic magic. Infantile polymorphous perversity.
Everything relates to us and so we‘re imprisoned in ourselves—we can‘t see things‖ (276). Just
as Leonora was unable to see anything outside of her own viewpoint, Maud greatly struggles
with seeing LaMotte as anything else than a strong, independent woman unhindered by
emotional attachments to a man. Maud exposes that part of the reason why she struggles with
seeing LaMotte in such a way is because she is ―imprisoned‖ within herself and within her own
postmodern, poststructuralist feminist scholarship, and therefore ―sees everything as it relates to
[her]‖ (12). Maud states:
―We live in the truth of what Freud discovered even if we don‘t like it. We are
very knowing. We know all sorts of other things, too— about how there isn‘t a
unitary ego—how we‘re made up of conflicting, interacting systems of things—
and I suppose we believe that? We know we are driven by desire, but we can‘t see
it as they did, can we? We never say the word Love, —we know it‘s a suspect
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ideological construct— especially Romantic Love—so we have to make a real
effort of imagination to know what it felt like to be them, here believing in these
things— Love-themselves —that what they did mattered.‖ (458)
In such moments, Maud and Roland realize that their postmodernist, poststructuralist approaches
have resulted in endless deconstruction and have deemed them incapable of understanding the
text in the way the author who wrote it did, as well as left them unable to even understand
themselves. This realization and loss of faith in recoverability of the past and of truth in turn
leave the scholars feeling a sense of ―powerlessness‖ (Byatt 276). Roland expresses that there is
something inside himself, and inside all humans as well, that longs for truth and meaning. He
expresses such sentiments, stating, ―Coherence and closure are deep human desires that are
presently unfashionable‖ (456). The novel constantly highlights the desire for truth and for
answers inscribed in the text—all of which contradict postmodern thinking. Although Roland
and Maud manifest desire to see things differently than their postmodern culture, Roland realizes
that he even sees himself this way and a part of him struggles with negating his postmodern
culture.
Roland had learned to see himself, theoretically, as a crossing-place for a number
of systems, all loosely connected. He had been trained to see his idea of ―self‖ as
an illusion, to be replaced by a discontinuous machinery and electrical message—
network of various desires, ideological beliefs and responses, language —forms
and hormones and pheromones. Mostly he liked this. He had no desire for any
strenuous Romantic self-assertion. Nor did he desire to know who Maud
essentially was. But he wondered, much of the time, what their mute pleasure in
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each other might lead to, anything or nothing, would it just go, as it had just come,
or would it change, could it change? (459)
This excerpt highlights some of the key components of postmodernism that the novel portrays as
hindrances in regards to the study of historical works—components such as the ―idea of ‗self‘ as
self-illusion‖ and the absence of desire to actually ―know‖ who someone ―essentially‖ is (Byatt
459). Such fundamental aspects also support the postmodernist displacement of the author and
the complete nullification of intended meaning and implicit truth— all of which are aspects that
counter the study of possessing truth. Byatt shows that in regards to women writers particularly,
a scholar or reader must overcome this postmodern desire which wishes to leave them in a place
where they are ―essentially unknown.‖ Indeed, Byatt poses the question if it is possible for a
scholar trained in postmodern, post-structuralist methods to change. In speaking about Roland,
the omniscient narrator asks, ―But he wondered … would it go, as it had just come, or would it
change, could it change?‖ (459). Much of the novel, therefore, inquires if it is possible for
contemporary scholars to overcome their postmodern training and culture.
Before Roland begins this journey of discovering the truth about the romance between
Ash and LaMotte, he has no real desire to know anything about Christabel LaMotte or Ellen Ash,
much in the same way he has no real desire to ―know who Maud essentially was‖ (459). When
Roland first embarks upon the letter from Ash to LaMotte, he has no idea who LaMotte is. For
the first chapters of the novel, she is simply the unnamed woman in the letters. In the same way
that LaMotte remains relatively unknown in the novel, so does Ellen Ash. Adams claims that
although Possession may be filled with ―born readers and dead authors,‖ the characters only
achieve success or ―rebirth‖ when they become subordinate to the authors of the text and realize
that the author, despite being ―dead,‖ still has dominion over the reader when it comes to his or

48
her own text (109). This idea of resurrecting the author and their authority is a concept that Byatt
diligently and constantly echoes throughout Possession.
Assuming that authority ultimately belongs to the author, readers come closer to finding
the true meaning of a work once they understand that they are not free to interpret as they please,
but rather must diligently search for the author‘s intended meaning and carefully consider the
historical context of the text‘s author. In her work, ―In the Footsteps of Giambattista Vico:
Patterns of Signification in A.S. Byatt‘s Possession,‖ Ivana Djordjevic writes:
Many of the characters in the novel [..] fail in their readings because they lack the
necessary respect for the voice being resurrected. They either read too much of
their own interests and desires into the Victorian poems, or, like the American
collector Mortimer Cropper, practice a kind of ―vulgar spiritualism.‖ (51)
Consequently, in the same way that the final story is not discovered until Randolph Ash‘s body
is exhumed and the lost letters are recovered, it is not until the scholars choose to resurrect the
Victorian writers that the culmination of the narrative is realized. Katrina Sanders comments on
the fact that Roland‘s whole journey is prompted by Ash‘s copy of Vico‘s Principi di Scienza
Nuova. Sanders elaborates on Vico‘s work, writing that Vico‘s ―historiography is concerned with
eternal and universal principles in direct opposition to postmodern historiography‘s focus on
discontinuity and randomness of experience‖ (2). Lynn Wells corroborates Sanders and states,
―Vico was interested in the creative power of language not only to reflect reality, but also to
shape it, an idea important to Roland‘s eventual discovery‖ (668). For Wells, Vico‘s work is
much more than just a reference in the novel, and it ―provides an element of thematic circularity
and a basic pattern for the plot; it suggests a kind of ‗master code‘ whereby we can better
interpret the complex project underlying Byatt‘s apparently contradictory text‖ (669).
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Considering then that Vico‘s principles lead Roland on a path of discovery, it is the very
principles that counter his postmodern way of thinking that start him on a journey of finally
unearthing truth from the text. Sanders comments, ―As the novel progresses, Roland and Maud
gradually adjust their jaded postmodern skepticism to accommodate the vitality and ardour of the
Victorians‖ (1). The process of denying their postmodern perspectives, however, proves to be a
difficult one and is a gradual process throughout the novel.
Although Vico‘s principles guide Roland on a path towards negating his postmodern
scholarship, it is not until he begins to work with other scholars and collaborate that he is truly
able to distance himself from his scholarship and his own personal agendas for the texts. In
Possession, it is not until the characters distance themselves from the writers they are studying
and truly begin to understand their own part in manipulating the meaning of the text that they
come closer to discovering the true meaning of the text. For Roland the discovery of Ash‘s
relationship with LaMotte and his collaboration with Maud has made him realize that he is not
Ash nor is his idealized version of Ash truly accurate:
In the quietness of his home, Roland views the portraits of Ash and sees them in a
new way, no longer like himself but completely different —he saw them as
wholly distant and separate, not an angle, not a bone, not a white speck of
illumination comprehensible by him or to do with him. (467)
In such moments, Roland realizes that it was his own identification with Ash that had been
keeping him ―too close‖ to the poet, deeming him incapable of seeing who he really is. Merja
Polvinen writes, ―But through the acknowledgement of difference comes an understanding of the
ways in which a reader brings the work to life, even though he or she does not comprise it‖ (5).
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Just as Polvinen points outs, characters in Possession can only truly read the text without
imposing subjective meanings on it when they acknowledge the difference between themselves
and the author, and realize their own desire to add to the text and, as Jameson puts it, ―project
their own contemporary culture onto the text‖ (PU 34).
After discovering the letters and truth of the affair through collaboration and a
determination to view the text in a new way, Roland‘s re-reading of Ash‘s poem opens up a
vision of words and literary works functioning as repositories, as whole worlds of objects which
are simultaneously occurring while he is reading. As he experiences the otherness of the poem—
encounters it ―as though the words were living creatures or stones of fire‖ — Roland gains an
almost mystical understanding of how it is possible to know a work of literature without
imposing subjective meanings on it (Byatt 472). ―The work, Roland realizes, is different to each
reader and created anew each time it is read, yet it has an existence and an autonomy that extends
beyond the single reading‖ (Polvinen 5). Just as Polvinen suggests, Roland ultimately realizes
that even with intertextuality and reader response theories at play, the text can still retain a level
of autonomy and authority that must be handed over to the author. Thus, ―Roland‘s ‗rebirth‘
begins only when he displaces himself and lays prostrate before the genius of Ash‖ (Adams
119).The novel has been leading up to this pivotal moment where Roland and the other scholars
separate themselves from the author and give the authority over the text back to the actual
authors.
Maud also comes to the same realization that the underlying difficulty of letting go of her
idealized image of LaMotte is because she has thought of herself as being so similar to LaMotte
for so many years. Like her partner and fellow protagonist, Maud's ―rebirth‖ only occurs when
she collaborates with her peers and puts aside her personal prejudices ―laying prostrate before the
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genius‖ of the writer she studies (Adams 119). After learning about the relationship between Ash
and LaMotte and working with Roland, Maud is able to gain insight and possess truth that she
had never before considered. Although initially she had reservations about working with Roland
and about his choice of literary study, it is her collaboration with him that helps her begin to
think of herself as different from the Victorian poetess who has consumed her life.
Maud and Roland, however, initially think it is impossible to get away from their
postmodern ideals, feeling that concepts like love are incomprehensible for children of their
time. The protagonists begin the novel lacking faith in ideas, words, and even themselves. In an
interview with Eleanor Watchel, Byatt expounds on her perception of the anxieties of modern
critics: ―The poor moderns are always asking themselves so many questions about whether their
actions are real and whether what they say can be thought to be true [...] that they become rather
papery and are miserably aware of this‖ (qtd. in Adams 111-112). Although Roland and Maud
do seem to be representative of the ―poor moderns‖ Byatt describes in her interview, the novel
implies that both subconsciously hope that the past is indeed knowable and retrievable, and both
scholars express a deep dissatisfaction with the values and principles of postmodern literature. In
the novel, a pivotal moment in strengthening the bond and connection between the two
protagonists is the moment that they discover they both share the same ultimate dream. Roland
discloses his unconscious longing to Maud and states, ―At my life, at the way it is—what I really
want is to—to have nothing. An empty clean bed. I have this image of a clean empty bed in a
clean empty room…‖ (290). This empty room with a white clean empty bed seemingly
symbolizes a text, free from subjective meanings and ambiguity: a blank space unfiltered by their
own academia—a text abounding with discoverable meaning and truth. Such a space, however,
contradicts what Roland and Maud have been taught about literature. Roland Barthes argues that
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no such ―blank space‖ can exist: ―We know that a text does not consist of a line of words,
releasing a single theological meaning (the ‗message‘ of the Author-God), but is a space of many
dimensions, in which are wedded and contested various kinds of writing, no one of which is
original‖ (4). Consequently, Roland and Maud initially believe that such an idea of ―an empty
bed‖ is only a fantasy as Barthes suggests, but as the novel progresses, ―Roland and Maud
gradually adjust their jaded postmodern skepticism to accommodate the vitality and ardour of the
Victorians‖ (Sanders 1). And by the end of the novel, it is indeed confirmed that both Roland and
Maud have reshaped their methodologies and have overcome their postmodern skepticism. The
narrator corroborates this and states that there was ―a strange new smell‖ in Roland and Maud‘s
midst— ―the smell of death and destruction and it smelled fresh and lively and hopeful‖ (672).
Such sentences reveal that the novel culminates in a sense of hope for our protagonists and their
search for truth. Wells discusses the novel‘s prospect of renewal and states, ―Roland and Maud
finish the novel as the ‗Adam and Eve‘ of a postmodern world on the verge of a cataclysmic new
beginning and self-awareness‖ (672).
Evidence of Roland‘s ―new beginning‖ and his understanding that truth is a ubiquitous
force is finally realized in his moment of re-reading Ash‘s The Golden Apples, the work that he
was studying in the opening scene of the novel. Roland experiences a revelation and is able to
properly understand the poem, which disproves his initial interpretation of the work and
contradicts what he had previously understood as fact. ―Roland finally realizes how Ash‘s voice,
the ideas of Vico, and the influence of LaMotte all work together to create a powerful aesthetic
and intellectual experience‖ (Adams 109-110). As he re-approaches the manuscript, Roland is
able to have an accurate and meaningful reading of Ash:
―There are readings [...] when every word burns and shines hard and clear and
infinite and exact. [...] In these readings, a sense that the text has appeared to be
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wholly new, never before seen, is followed, almost immediately, by the sense that
it was always there, that we readers knew it was always there, and have always
known it was as it was, though we have now for the first time recognized, become
fully cognizant of, our knowledge.‖ (512)
As the narrative comes to a close and Roland nears the end of his quest for textual
understanding, he realizes that he needed to reexamine the past and overcome his own literary
scholarship in order to understand the present. The ending of the novel and his quest for truth is
effectuated through his recognition of the author‘s intended meaning and through collaboration
with his peers. In his reevaluation of criticism, Roland is able to see things in a new and
enlightened way: ―He had been taught that language was essentially inadequate, that it could
never speak what was there, that it only spoke itself. [...] What had happened to him was that the
ways in which [things] could be said had become more interesting than the idea that [they] could
not‖ (513). Roland now has a new, profound respect for language and ―with his unexpected
insight into the primordial linguistic power behind the poem, Roland feels that he has received
Ash‘s message‖ (Wells 687). Having realized that it is possible to understand language, ideas,
authorship, and identity, Roland‘s faith is restored in the ability to possess knowledge, and the
novel implies that he is no long is restricted by his own contemporary culture.
Roland‘s identity no longer seems fragmented and unknowable. At the beginning of the
novel, Roland is unsure of who he is. Even the omniscient narrator seems doubtful of the true
identity of Roland Michell, and when describing him remarks, ―It may seem odd to begin a
description of Michell with an excursus into the complicated relations of Blackadder, Cropper,
and Ash, but it was these terms that Roland most frequently thought of himself. When he did not
think in terms of Val‖ (13). The narrator reveals that Roland is only able to define himself in
relation to others—in relation to his girlfriend Val or his employer James Blackadder— and is
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incapable of defining who he is as an individual. Initially Roland is portrayed as unsuccessful in
every aspect of his life—in his academic, professional, and romantic pursuits—a man used to
―the pervasive sense of failure‖ (508). As the novel progresses, however, the reader sees Roland
in a different light and soon realizes that Roland is a man of passion, drive, determination, and
intelligence who proves to be just as clever as the accomplished and established Maud Bailey, as
well as an essential part of the uncovering of the plot of the Ash and LaMotte affair. Byatt
confirms Roland‘s identity by adding a scene in which Roland receives reply letters to job
applications that all affirm his talent as a writer and worth as a literary scholar. The letters, filled
with consistent praise and words like ―successful‖ and ―admiration,‖ serve as authentication of
Roland‘s character and prove him a good writer and a man talented in his craft. The recognition
of truth has what Wells calls a ―revolutionary effect‖ on the characters, ―prompting individuals
to reclaim those desires deemed unacceptable by the dominant discourse, and to re-examine and
modify [their] identities‖ (686). After receiving his job offers, Roland can embrace his true
identity and by doing so realizes that the world has ―opened,‖ even though essentially ―nothing
in what he had written had changed and everything had changed‖ (508).
Like Roland, the narrative suggests that Maud has also undergone a critical
transformation. Wells writes, ―Maud signifies a re-stabilized sense of personal and societal
identity. In the end, she rejects the aggressive, self- serving feminism, exemplifying a more
integrated model of self‖ (687). Maud‘s rebirth occurs once she reevaluates her theoretical
methodology, puts aside personal prejudices and preferences, and is able to recognize the
importance of Ash in LaMotte‘s poetry. Initiated by Roland, Maud has delved into the
biographical excesses and collaboration she had tried to avoid. Like Roland, Maud not only has
a revelation concerning LaMotte and her work, but also concerning who she really is. Maud
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discovers that she is a descendent of Ash and LaMotte‘s illegitimate child, and that she literally
is the rightful possessor of the letters. She is only able to possess the truth about her identity,
however, once ―she literally and figuratively comes to realize the importance of her poetic
‗father‘‖ (Adams 118). As a descendent of both Ash and LaMotte, Maud represents hope and
redemption for her own generation of academic scholars. By the end the novel, although aware
of their contemporary culture, Maud and Roland both have a sense of purpose and realized
identity. They are no longer the two disillusioned, paralyzed, skeptical critics that they were at
the beginning of the novel, but have transcended their critical anxiety and are now hopeful for
the future of their academic careers.
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CONCLUSION
Through her characters‘ transformations, A.S. Byatt illustrates how a willingness to
search for truth can be frightening at times, but it decidedly needs to be searched for and sought
after without hidden agendas or contaminated predispositions; and furthermore, once found, the
truth imparted by the author to his or her reader must be accepted. Beyond her indictment of the
postmodern renunciation of authorial command over a text, Byatt‘s Possession is also a
provocation for the reader to approach each text with humility and to allow for a different
reading than he or she had initially hoped for. Such humility and distance from the text is only
possible comes through collaboration. The novel suggests that the type of mentality that is based
on literary agendas only allows for inferior criticism because it does not allow literary criticism
to serve its proper function. Byatt expresses her feelings about such criticism and affirms that
much of her inspiration for Possession came from a sort of ―anger‖ with the way ―literary
criticism was going‖ (qtd. in Walker 336). She states that she felt critics were ―imposing their
own paradigms onto texts, and reading fewer and fewer of the words than were actually in the
texts‖ (Walker 336). Byatt expresses her frustrations with the lack of accuracy in critical
analysis, stating:
[W]hen I went back to the originals, particularly to Victorian poetry, it was
nothing like what this criticism was describing. I concluded that [...] You don‘t go
looking for the word ―woman‖ every ten lines and then gloss it. Still less do you
go looking for the words ―black man‖ every fifty lines and then gloss them—you
read every word. (Walker 336)
In her interview with Walker, Byatt explains that a good reader and critic must overcome the
desire to see what they want to see and truly make an effort to find the meaning of the text.
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Although it may be humiliating for Leonora to admit that all her life‘s work has been based on
the lie that LaMotte was a lesbian, or humbling for Blackadder to admit that the Randolph Ash
that he thought he knew so well only existed within his mind, it is only once Leonora and
Blackadder choose to embrace the previous impossibility of Ash and LaMotte having an affair
that they are able to see Ash and LaMotte for who they truly are; as such, both are finally able to
recognize how their own biases muddled their findings all along.
As a postmodern writer herself writing for an audience living in a postmodern world,
Byatt refreshingly uses postmodernism to critique and deconstruct itself and demonstrates the
fundamental iniquity of the postmodernist displacement of the author and the complete
nullification of intended meaning and implicit truth. Byatt, in turn, challenges readers to embrace
the quest for possession of truth and knowledge. A master of intertextuality, Byatt is well aware
that a writer‘s work always echoes voices of other writers and is always influenced by the world
in which they live. Nevertheless, Byatt still illustrates that it is possible to obtain a greater
measure of truth from the works of past writers and urges restoration of the author to the text. In
speaking of Byatt‘s neo-Victorian novel, Shiller writes, ―Having acknowledged that the past is
textual, and that history is always shaped by present concerns, it is still possible to recapture that
past in ways that evoke its spirit and do honor to the dead and silenced‖ (546). Therefore,
understanding that everyone‘s views, biases, and preconceived notions are different, Byatt shows
through Possession that a measure of truth can be found when a culmination of theorists and
scholars view something as substantial and when the evidence— having been filtered through
multiple viewpoints and mindsets— still points to the same thing. Possession thus points to
collaboration as a solution for countering postmodernist uncertainty and individual biases, and
counters modern theories that focus on the importance of one scholar or one particular theory as
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possessing the truth. All of the literature in the novel is unable to be fully interpreted by any one
reader; subsequently, in order for the scholars to figure out the ―truth,‖ they need to collaborate,
share their knowledge, and, as Byatt teaches her characters as well as her readers, must let go of
their preconceived notions concerning the text. In fact, the only way that each critic can redress
the misprisions and omissions of the scholarly work about them is to share with each other
information about each writer‘s life.
Therefore, through her fictional narrative, Byatt expounds on the relationship between
readership, writing, and historical investigation and implores the reader to consider a more
conscious and collective way to approach an author‘s work. Rather than altogether rejecting that
truth is attainable, Byatt counters postmodernist failings with a solution that involves a combined
effort, which draws on the knowledge and experience of others and suggests a more
collaborative approach of study to possess a greater measure of truth. Susanne Becker explains
that ―Byatt‘s plot in Possession is structured by this desire to know‖ (23). Indeed, Byatt‘s
characters are so much driven by their ―desire to know‖ that they lie to their superiors, break
academic rules, dig up graves, and even steal historical letters; in the end, however, the desire to
truly know is well worth the scholars efforts and brings about an epiphanic transformation in all
of the scholarly characters. Not only does Byatt focus on the value of the quest for meaning and
truth, but she instills this desire for possession of knowledge and truth in her readers as well; and
in the same way that the novel concludes with a sense of hope for our protagonists, so are the
readers of Possession left with a renewed hope for our postmodern world. ―As readers of
Possession, [...] we gain the opportunity to enter imaginatively into the consciousness of earlier
times, and to make contact [...] with lost desires and traditions that could restore faltering aspects
of our culture‖ (Wells 689). Although values such as concrete knowledge and truth are
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contradictory to postmodernism, just as Byatt believes in the importance of knowledge, meaning,
and truth, she challenges readers of Possession to do the same, and rather than submit to our
culture, she advocates for academics and readers to consider a more collective, conscious
approach to finding truth.
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